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Slow Napalm 
by Daniel Lynch 
This story is about the act of copulation. You are welcome, if you like, to take a red 
pen and cross out the word copulate, or any of its derivatives in this story, and write in 
the word fuck. 
     It would be best to proceed in this fashion. As the story progresses and the 
two main characters, Aiden, a short-haired phlebotomist in training, and Carrie, a 
student enrolled in an undergraduate photography course, copulate, they will do so 
politely, without explicit description of the textures and scents of specific body parts, 
or their location in relation to each other. 
     Incidentally, there is no need to limit your editorial powers to the word 
copulate. It is your pen, and you are free to impale any of the words in the story and 
replace them with the swear word of your own choosing. I might suggest, for 
instance, that you retitle this story as Slow Fucking, or Shitting Napalm. 
     For that matter, if you are inclined to be offended by the potential use of 
swear words, you may like to amend them to present their more polite versions, such 
as adjusting the example I have just given, Shitting Napalm, so it becomes Defecating 
Napalm. Or, if politics is a danger area for you, you might like to change it to 
Defecating Strategic Incendiary Substance. I will not be offended. We all copulate, 
defecate, and have read about or witnessed the fucking destruction of strategic 
incendiary substances, in one way or another. 
     Sometimes they are literal, and sometimes they are metaphors. 
     Aiden Crest is an example of a strategic incendiary substance who is 
actually a person. 
 
As I mentioned, Aiden was a phlebotomist in training. Phlebotomy is the practice of 
removing a small amount blood from the human body for the purpose of running 
scientific tests, or to give to another human being who has lost some of their own. In 
Australia, the minimum qualification to be a practising phlebotomist is a Certificate 
III in Pathology. This is exactly the course Aiden was undertaking. 
     My father, incidentally, is a laboratory scientist who has worked in the 
pathology department of a number of hospitals. When I was a child, I would 
sometimes accompany him to work when he was called in to remove a small amount 
of blood from a human body. Not being allowed into certain sections of the hospital, I 
would often have to wait in hallways. This was usually late at night, when the 
corridors in the pathology department were empty and any sound you made packed its 
bags and travelled all over the place. 
     I tell you, the best place in the world to let a bouncy ball fly is in the 
deserted corridors of a pathology department. Everything is made of hard plastic or 
tiles or steel. 
     I might have followed my father into the field of laboratory science, except 
I could never get the rubber gloves to fit properly. My thumbs are too short, and 
curved. I always ended up with floppy fingertips. 
     I was also lousy at chemistry. 
 
Aiden Crest never had floppy fingertips when he put on the rubber gloves that prevent 
the spread of disease and infection. His fingers were long, and splintered from his 
hand, each joint straight and hinged like the doors of an ornate doll’s house. 
     He was alright at chemistry. 
     If you were to ask him what his favourite word was, he would say it was 
the word acumen. 
     The reason for this is that Aiden’s mother, who drove a cement mixer for a 
living and who tried to read as many books as possible, always said that great men 
didn’t necessarily have the acumen to be so, they just had enough sense not to 
specifically shoot for it. 
     A cement mixer, by the way, is a terrible place to let a bouncy ball fly. 
      
The way Certificate III’s in Pathology work is they teach you a little about human 
blood, what it should and shouldn’t contain, and things you might add or subtract to 
alter the job it does. The successful removal of blood from a human being involves 
slow and intricate stabbing. This is called venipuncture. They start you on oranges, 
just so you get used to stabbing something organic. Then they move you onto human 
beings. 
     Aiden was required to slowly and intricately stab a large number of human 
beings to gain enough experience to continue doing so for a living. It was at one such 
stabbing that he met Carrey Redfield, the female protagonist of this story. 
 
Carrie Redfield was twenty-three when Aiden stabbed her in the arm. She had been 
giving blood since she was sixteen. Her blood type was O-negative, which meant she 
was a universal donor: her blood could be given to anybody, but Carrie could only be 
given O-negative blood. 
     This wasn’t altruistic, it was just bad luck. 
     Here is what Carrie’s father said to her when she was old enough to give 
blood: “Plenty of people need the kind of bad luck you have. It’d be selfish to keep it 
all to yourself.” 
     It’s the same thing my father said to me when I was Carrie’s age. 
 
From Carrie’s point of view, Aiden looked tall. This was not the case. Aiden only 
looked tall because Carrie was horizontal, lying on one of the beds they have for 
donors, which was wrapped in plastic sheets, with a hard pillow that held the 
indentation of thousands of heads trying not to look at thousands of arms. 
 “I haven’t seen you before,” she said. 
 Aiden put the blood pressure cuff on her arm, concentrating on aligning the 
velcro strips. “I’m just learning,” he said, “but I’m already pretty good at this.” 
 He filled the cuff with air and it clamped down on Carrie’s arm, trapping the 
blood in her veins, making them stand out under her skin. 
 “How many people have you done this to?” 
 “About twenty,” Aiden said. 
 
Carrie was actually his third. The first was an older lady who had veins like silk, flat 
and slippery. He stabbed her seven times before he made her bleed in the right way. 
     The second was a man, in his mid-forties, and a drinker. Aiden could tell 
because of the red blooming nose the man turned up at him when Aiden introduced 
himself. 
  “You a nurse, mate?” the man asked. 
 “Nah,” Aiden said. Then he stabbed him in the arm. 
 When Aiden removed the needle from the drinker, he didn’t loosen the cuff 
enough. Blood erupted from his vein in wide arcs. 
 The man looked like an abstract painting before Aiden stopped the bleed. 
 Aiden didn’t know what an abstract painting was, so to him the man looked 
like a pie with too much sauce. 
 
When Aiden stabbed Carrie, she watched closely. 
 “Normally people turn away,” he said. 
 “I saw someone faint once,” she said. “Not from the needle, but after. It was a 
big guy I went to high school with. He stood up and then fell right over, hit his head 
on one of the beds. He was alright though, just a bruise.” 
 “That’s a weird thing to say,” Aiden said. 
 
Carrie had seen a boy in her school faint. It was her first donation, and she watched 
the staff scramble to pick him up while she ate her biscuit in the recovery chair, and 
drank her free juice. 
 She asked her dad about it that night, about why the big kid had fallen and she 
hadn’t. 
 “Some people can’t handle it well,” he said. “They’re lucky like that.” 
 What he meant was some people can’t handle the responsibilities their body 
gives them. Like being able to throw a ball, or run fast, or have the exact type of 
blood that hospitals give to infants when they’re bleeding internally. 
 
The needle Aiden used to stab people had a long tube attached the end that curled 
around itself a few times, eventually leading to a port where he could affix the blood 
bag and various test tubes which would carry Carrie’s blood to where it needed to go. 
 “I like watching the blood go through the tube,” Carrie said.  
 “Me too, actually,” Aiden said. 
 This, of course, was a bald-faced lie. 
 Aiden didn’t like watching the blood move at all. This was something he had 
discovered only after making the drinker look like an abstract painting. Aiden Crest 
did not like blood. He was, in fact, quite worried about how he was going to get 
through his course, and a possible career as a phlebotomist, without having to see 
blood being removed from a human body. 
 “I’ll be back in one second,” Aiden said, and stood from his bedside chair. 
 Carrie briefly caught his expression, crunched and diagonal, like his stomach 
was upset and was controlling eyelids. 
 “Wait,” she said. 
 “Um, I better not.” Aiden said. 
 
In case you don’t happen to know much ancient Greek, the medical term for vomiting 
is emesis. The biggest case of emesis I have ever experienced was when I was eleven 
years old and I had a viral infection that made my stomach inhospitable for any kind 
of matter that wasn’t created there. 
 I didn’t know I had that kind of viral infection at the time, so I put a whole lot 
of matter from the outside world inside my stomach. 
 Emesis has two distinct phases. The first is the coordinated contraction and 
release of the diaphragm and muscles in the abdomen. Then the oesophagus joins in 
and whatever happens to be in the stomach erupts through the mouth. 
 When my oesophagus opened and my stomach erupted, I ran to the bathroom. 
It was after dinner, and my pyjama pants were too long for me. I caught the cuff of 
one leg under my foot, and fell forward a metre or so from the toilet. 
 I clamped my hand over my mouth and bit down hard. 
 I vomited pork chops through my nose for a little under a minute. 
 
Aiden Crest had not eaten since the piece of toast and a single banana he had for 
breakfast. When he felt his abdominal muscles contract, release, and then his 
oesophagus open, his first impulse was the same as mine. He clamped his hand over 
his mouth and bit down hard. 
 “What are you doing?” Carrie asked. 
 Aiden turned Carrie into another abstract painting. 
 While the colour Aiden vomited through his nose was less vibrant than the 
blood he painted the drinker with, it was evocative nonetheless. 
 It evoked in Carrie Redfield the emotion of disgust. 
 “Jesus,” she said. 
 Aiden bent down, trying to stem the flow, but only managed to redirect it to 
the floor, where it pooled around his foot, and he slipped. 
 The thing his strong and well-hinged fingers found to hold on to was thin and 
coiled, plastic, and full of human blood flowing to a bag for collection. 
 
Because of circumstance or the simple conjuring of dumb luck, there are times when 
the correct course of action is unknown simply due to the situation being outside the 
realm of lived experience. The first time I was dumped, for instance, I was fourteen 
years old, and had no comparable experience to guide my actions. 
 The girl who dumped me was a year older. She was in grade ten. She let me 
down gently. I was nice, she said, there wasn’t anything wrong with me. This was on 
the driveway leading to the classrooms at school. A kid waiting to get picked up was 
using his water bottle to write words on the cement in blotchy, wet script. 
 Fuck, he wrote. 
 I didn’t know if there was a procedure for making myself feel better, or if I 
could discover one. Acting as though nothing happened felt like it would diminish the 
whole business. The tenure of our relationship had only been twelve days, and one 
unsupervised party, but dammit, people have to be sad sometimes. 
 I went home and watched a VHS copy of Forrest Gump, which I’d taped from 
broadcast television the previous week. It wasn’t helpful, watching a naive man 
fumble through life to oblivious success. It didn’t exactly feel like the wrong thing to 
do, though, which is something. 
 The girl who dumped me, by the way, is married now, and happily I think, 
with two children. 
 I’m yet to reproduce, but that has nothing to do with her. 
 
When Aiden yanked the needle from Carrie’s arm, he had created a situation which 
his collective life experience had rendered him ill-equipped to deal with. 
 He might as well have been watching Forrest Gump for all the good he did. 
 Carrie slapped her hand down over the puncture in her arm, but failed to 
adequately close it off. Tiny trickles of colour leaked from between her fingers. She 
was calm. 
 “Are you alright?” she asked. 
 “I don’t think so,” Aiden said. 
 
Aiden’s supervisor, a woman with a perm and high-waisted jeans sat him in one of the 
recovery chairs with a juice. His back was low down in the seat, his chin pointed at 
his chest. His mouth tasted like an orphanage. 
 “That’s two, Champ,” she said, and then left him alone. 
 “You’re not very good at this are you?” Carrie asked. She sat down next to 
him, a bandage tightly wrapped around her elbow where a small patch of blood hung. 
Her shirt was streaked with the contents of Aiden’s stomach, and there was a smell 
settling into the room now that she was there. 
 “I don’t think I like blood very much.” 
 “I liked this shirt.” 
 “Sorry,” he said.  
 “See, I don’t like clowns,” she said. “That’s why I don’t work in a circus.” 
 “You’re only my third venipuncture.” 
 “So you’re a liar and a coward,” she said. And then, “What’s your name?” 
 
There is no magic in the world. When I told the story of how I vomited pork chops 
through my nose to my first girlfriend, she laughed, and it was biology. We made out 
for about half an hour at that unsupervised party. 
 When Aiden and Carrie copulated, three weeks after Aiden quit his course, it 
was as unlike stabbing someone as possible. 
 It is wonderful to have blood. That is magic enough, explosions and all. 
 
